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In the rich tradition of the ritual theatre of Kerala, Mudiettu is consi- 
dered to be the oldest. Though an essential part of festivals in Kali Temples 
the Mudtettu is also performed as a votive offering in front of specially 
consecrated places known as Kuryala attached to some of the houses. 


The Mudiettu performance is preceded by an elaborate ritual known as 
Kalamezhuthu. Using indigenous colours, 


green -——made of a particular leaf dried and powdered, 

white — made of rice powder, 

black — made of roasted and powdered paddy husk, 

yellow — made of turmeric powder, 

red — made up of powdered turmeric, lime and rice powder, 


a large image of Bhadrakali is drawn on the ground according to the rules 
strictly laid down and scrupulously preserved and observed by the Kurupar 
community who alone can perform the Mudiettu. 


Drawing a straight line in the East West direction they indicate the area 
for the face along the line in the direction of east. Proportionately below the 
face they make breasts by heaping paddy and rice, paddy on the right side and 
rice on the left. Then the heap of paddy marking the right breast is covered 
with black powder and the other with green powder. Both breasts are again 
covered with red powder. Then the rest of the figure is completed in all its 
elaborate details. Bhadrakali is drawn with eight hands. The four hands on 
the right side hold Vall (sword), Chakram (wheel), Kaduthila (dagger) and 
Trishula (trident). The left hands hold Paricha (shield), Talakkoottam, 
Darikan’s head and a Vattaka (bowl). The face is coloured green and so is the 
body. The jewellery, dress etc. are drawn in different colours. 


When the figure is completed nine oil lamps are placed—one above 
the head and one each between the hands on two sides, three lamps each on 
two sides covering the length of the figure. Offerings of paddy on banana 
leaves decorated with coconut and betelnut flowers and Agarbatties are 
placed near the side lamps. Then the Puja is offered with the sound of Conch 
and Veekkan (a kind of drum). This is called Kalampooja. It is followed by 
Tiruvuzhichal, waving a wick lamp above the figure and taking it around the 
assembled people. The musicians sing Kalampattu, a song of invocation des- 
cribing the figure of Bhadrakali, limb by limb from foot to head, Padadikesam 
and then downwards from head to foot, Kesadipadam. Then comes Talapoli, 
when a few women carrying offerings in decorated plates line up at the entrance 
to welcome the spirit of the goddess symbolically carried in a Kindi (a bronze 
waterpot with a spout) in a ceremonial procession accompanied by the 
orchestral music known as Tayampakam. The Kindi is placed at the feet of the 
figure. With this the ritual of Kalamezhuthu is complete. Thus the place is 
consecrated. The spirit of Bhadrakali is invoked to remain on the spot through 
the performance of Mudiettu. 





Kalamezhuthu : drawing , 
of the figure of 
Bhadrakali. 





Kalatilpattu : singing 
the invocation, the 
instruments are Veekkan 


and Chengila, 
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Left : Narada complains © 
to Lord Shiva against the 
Demon Darikan 


Right above : Darikan 
enters the stage. 


Right below : Darikan 
with his accomplice 
Danavendran 





This ritual helps to condition the mind of the spectators to the presence 
of Bhadrakali on the spot of the performance, with all her attributes sung in 
songs earlier. 


Then the process of wiping out the figure begins. It is called Kalam 
Maykal. Using a coconut flower as the wiper the exquisitely and elaborately 
drawn figure of Bhadrakali is carefully wiped out, beginning from right foot 
and then left, moving upwards from the right side. The face is wiped out by 
the hand. The breasts are however allowed to remain on the ground. Is it to 
maintain the quality of the universal mother in Bhadrakali, though presently 
she is to assume the quality of a destroyer? 


The Kalam Maykal is followed by placing an oil lamp on a high stand 
in the centre of the arena and sounding the Kelikkottu, an orchestral prelude 
heralding the beginning of the play, in which the Conch, Chenda, Veekkan 
and Jlatalam are employed. 


A curtain is held behind the central lamp. Siva and Narada enter the 
acting arena behind the curtain and dance to the invocatory song sung by the 
musicians. The song describes the setting of the stage, thus : ‘It has been 
consecrated by the sprinkling of sacred water. The oil lamp has been placed in 
the centre. The sacred offerings of Nirapara, the paddy filled in measures, has 








' Entry of Kali. 


been placed,’ etc. This description of stage setting is followed by the invocation 
to Ganapati for the success of the play and a short description of the play to 
be staged. Then the play begins. 


Amidst the deafening sound of orchestral music and the rain of flowers 
Lord Shiva reveals his presence. He mounts a stool behind the curtain and 
shows his head above. Alighting from the stool he enters the fore stage from 
the left side along with Narada. Walking past the central lamp Shiva goes 
behind the curtain from the right and stands on the stool revealing his body 
above the chest. ‘The head. of Nandi, Shiva’s mount, is fixed to the curtain. 
Narada i is in front of the curtain. He amuses the audience with his comic 
actions and gait while moving across the stage to submit the petition of the 
people to Lord Shiva. He describes i in action various acts of depredation by 
Darikan, who has been terrorising the world and requests Shiva to find out 
ways and means to kill the dreaded Demon. 


Narada and Shiva leave the stage. Darikan enters behind the curtain and 
dances vigorously. He mounts the stool and reveals himself to the audience in 





challenges Darikan. 


Kali 
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Left : Kali’s accomplice—~ 
Koali. 


Right : Kali rushes into 
battle. 





an elaborate curtain-look which is repeated thrice. A burning torch is held 
high to throw light on his face. The curtain is removed and torch bearers and 
drummers cluster round Darikan and all move into the auditorium. Darikan 
performs vigorous dance movements running all over the auditorium atong 
with drummers and torch bearers. In between Tellipodi — a powdered sub- 
stance, is thrown on the burning torches which sends sparks and flares in the 
air, indicating the havoc he created in the world. Darikan runs back to the 
acting arena drunk with the success of his exploits. He pulls out two daggers 
from under his dress and performs vigorous dances in a fury. He pays 
obeisance to the burning lamp in the centre and offers flowers. Then standing 
on the stool he hurls his defiance facing four directions. His words are echoed 
by a chorus of musicians who take up the refrain “Hoo ee... .” 


The challenge hurled by Darikan is answered by Kali from behind the 
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curtain and a dialogue ensues between them. Kali’s words are echoed by 
chorus with “Eei .. Eei’”. With deafening drumming both Kali and Darikan 
dance vigorously, the former behind the curtain and the latter in front of it, 
Kali with swords in hands and Darikan with daggers. Suddenly the curtain is 
lowered and the adversaries face each other. Moving back and forth they 
charge at each other with threatening gestures. Then the curtain is held again 
and Darikan moves out of the stage. 


Kali mounts the stool behind the curtain. Lit by two burning torches 
Kali performs Tiranokku, and later enters the arena in full view of the 
audience. Accompanied by drummers and torch-bearers Kali runs into the 
auditorium. A curtain is held in the auditorium between Kali and the stage 
and Kali stands behind it scanning the stage. Then the curtain is removed 
and Kali performs a ferocious dance and moves towards the stage showing in 
action her traversing the path through hills and dales and undulating land- 
scape. She sits down on the stool, combs her hair and offers flowers first to 


Kali in pursuit 
of Darikan. 





Battle between 
Kali and 
Darikan. 


At first Kali 
is the victim 
of an evil spell 
and falls 


unconscious, 
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Kali recovers and with Kooli and Koyampatar seeks out and slays Darikan. 


the burning lamp and then scatters in the four directions. She sits down 
and goes into a deep meditation. She sharpens her sword and then gets up and 
dances, turning round and round on the stage stopping to challenge Darikan. 
This is done facing four directions. She then mounts a stool and challenges 
Darikan for battle. In the meantime the curtain is held behind her. Darikan’s 
reply is shouted back by a musician from behind the curtain. The curtain is 
removed. Kali sits down on the stool, Enter Koimpatar (Koimpata Nair), 
a local guide of Kali, in the traditional warrior dress of Kerala. He holds 
sword and shield in his hands. He indulges in humorous conversation with 
the musicians and finally sings a prayer to Ganapati. Incidentally, the intro- 
duction of this character brings the celestial theme of this ritual theatre down 
to the earth and places it in the social milieu of Kerala. 


Torches are lit. Drummers move into the auditorium to bring Kooli 
who appears there holding branch of a tree. (brooms). Kooli fallsat the feet of 
Kali. The curtain is held with Kali and Kooli on the fore stage and Darikan 
and Danavendran behind it. Drumming reaches a crescendo. The curtain is 
lowered and the adversaries are brought face to face. They chase each other 
in to the auditorium. The battle is fought alternately in the auditorium and in 
the acting arena. Amidst the battle Kali and Darikan break away and sit down 
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to meditate. After a brief spell the two sides engage again in fierce battle. Kali 
falls under the evil spell of Darikan and faints. Drumming stops abruptly. 
Koimpatar and Kooli remove Kali’s head gear and nurse her back. The 
headgear is placed again on the head and Kali jumps into the battle in an 
uncontrollable fury. Together with Kooli and Koimpatar Kali battles with 
Darikan and his colleague Danavendran. They chase each other around the 
central lamp and finally Kali in a swift move pushes Darikan behind the 
curtain and in a while emerges from the other end carrying in her hand the 
headgear of Darikan symbolising his severed head and offers it to Lord Shiva. 
Torches are lit. Kindi (the bronze water pot), cocoanut, sword etc. which form- 


“ed part of the ritual are placed on the stool and worshipped by Kali. Flowers 


are offered to the central lamp. Taking a burning torch in her hand she offers 
flowers to the stage and finally the burning torch is waved over the heads of 
the audience. With this the performance comes to an end. 





Kali returns with the severed head of Darikan (Photos : Sangeet Natak Akademi) 


